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Xi Jinping’s Foreign Policy 
Dilemma: One Belt, One Road 
or the South China Sea? 


WENJUAN NIE 


This article utilizes the elements of leadership, political performance 
and national interests to understand China’s foreign policy decision- 
making process. In contrast to a state-centred analysis, this article 
assumes that the supreme leadership’s view of political performance 
is the most important factor when it comes to foreign policy decision- 
making. It contends that so-called national interests are often 
manipulated to serve particular political agendas. Specifically, this 
article explores whether the One Belt, One Road (OBOR) initiative 
or advancing China’s interests in the South China Sea can be better 
utilized to improve Chinese President Xi Jinping’s political performance. 
The comparison between the two issues incorporates the dimensions of 
feasibility, significance and morality. In the final analysis, this article 
finds that the OBOR is likely to be better utilized to enhance Xi’s 
political performance, which yields some salient implications for future 
trends in China’s foreign policy. 


Keywords: Xi Jinping, One Belt One Road, South China Sea, Chinese foreign 
policy decision-making. 
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Commission in 2012-13, a significant amount of attention has 
been devoted to his leadership style and foreign policy initiatives.’ 
Under his leadership, several significant foreign policy initiatives 
have been undertaken, including a more stringent policy towards 
North Korea and the establishment of an Air Defence Identification 
Zone (ADIZ) in the East China Sea. Moreover, during the US-China 
presidential summit in June 2013, Xi called for a “new type of 
major-power relationship”, in which China and the United States 
would strive to avoid conflict, increase cooperation and develop 
a mutually advantageous relationship.? Arguably, since Xi’s ascent 
to power, China’s foreign policy has moved decisively away from 
the two-decade old taoguang yanghui (keeping a low profile) to 
fenfa youwei (striving for achievement). 

With regard to Southeast Asia, and in particular the South 
China Sea dispute, Xi has made some bold policy decisions. For 
example, in May 2014 China deployed the HYSY-981 drilling 
platform into Vietnam’s claimed exclusive economic zone (EEZ) 
triggering a major crisis in Sino—Vietnamese relations. More 
significantly, from late 2013, China began transforming seven atolls 
under its control in the Spratly Islands into massive artificial 
islands, leading to accusations that Beijing was “militarizing” the 
dispute.* And in January 2013, China refused to participate in 
a legal case brought against it by the Philippines under the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) which 
challenged Beijing’s maritime jurisdictional claims in the South 
China Sea, and subsequently rejected the final verdict when it was 
announced in July 2016.5 

At the same time as China has been pursuing a more assertive 
policy in the South China Sea, Xi has also telegraphed clear signals 
of goodwill and cooperation towards the countries of Southeast 
Asia. Perhaps the most important of these is Xi’s proposed 
“Silk Road Economic Belt” and the “Twenty-first Century Maritime 
Silk Road” announced in October 2013 — together known as the 
“One Belt, One Road” (OBOR) initiative — which aims to promote 
joint development, common prosperity and cooperation between 
China and many countries across Asia. OBOR aims to reorient 
China’s domestic economic structure by enhancing connectivity and 
cooperation between China and the rest of Eurasia. OBOR is also a 
useful tool for China to shape international rules and norms, as well 
as influence the global economic order, all of which are crucial to 
achieving President Xi’s domestic “China dream” and international 
“national rejuvenation” .® 
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But are Xi’s assertive policies in the South China Sea and 
OBOR contradictory? It is extremely difficult for Xi to promote 
cooperation via the OBOR while simultaneously pursuing an 
assertive posture in the South China Sea. China’s territorial and 
jurisdictional claims in the South China Sea are highly contentious, 
and over the past decade have led to rising tensions between Beijing 
and the Southeast Asian claimants (Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, 
Brunei and even Indonesia), as well as between China and other 
stakeholders such as the United States and Japan. Some scholars 
have even warned of the dangers of war in the South China Sea.’ 
Such a war, especially between China and the United States, would 
be devastating for the entire region. It would also spell the end of 
China’s grand cooperative initiative, the OBOR. 

Within China, opinions vary as to what the country’s priorities 
should be. Some scholars tend to place less value on the OBOR 
and believe that upholding China’s claims in the South China Sea 
should take priority. Other experts in China believe that OBOR 
is more important than the South China Sea, and that pursuing a 
hardline policy towards the dispute will undermine the initiative. 
They argue that China should not allow the situation in the South 
China Sea to deteriorate further, and that war should be avoided 
at all costs.° To ensure OBOR’s success, proponents have suggested 
that the Chinese government should heed former paramount leader 
Deng Xiaoping’s dictum that China should shelve the dispute and 
engage in the joint development of maritime resources, expedite a 
Code of Conduct (CoC) for the South China Sea with the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and lower the tone of state- 
sponsored propaganda so as to reduce tensions and create an 
environment conducive to a peaceful resolution.” 

These differing opinions within China all have their own merits. 
However, they suffer from the same shortcomings: the lack of theoretical 
rigour when analysts discuss the relative importance of the South 
China Sea and the OBOR. Additionally, many approach the issue 
from the standpoint of China’s national interests to argue for future 
policy choices. Despite this conventional method of analysis, some 
issues need to be explored in practice. For instance, who defines 
the national interest? If the decision is left to politicians, problems 
may arise as to what he or she would choose if the perceived 
national interests are in conflict with party or individual interests, 
as perhaps is the case with China. 

As a theoretical framework, this article utilizes the supreme 
leadership’s perception of political performance to analyze China’s 
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future foreign policy choices. This framework is important, both 
theoretically and in practical terms, because in a highly centralized 
authoritarian system such as China’s, the supreme leader is often the 
primary arbiter in foreign policy decision-making. Such leaders are 
at the forefront of the country’s diplomacy and regularly announce 
important foreign policy decisions.1! As with other politicians 
around the world, the leader’s priority is more often than not 
dominated by his own interests rather than the interests of 
the state. 

The first section of this article illustrates Xi’s personality through 
the lens of diplomatic political performance, mainly through his 
foreign policy activities following his inauguration. The second section 
explores the ways in which political performance can be enhanced 
with reference to three dimensions. The comparison between the 
OBOR and the South China Sea issue in the third section will 
consider the dimensions of feasibility, significance and morality. 
The final section concludes this article with a brief summary of the 
results of the comparison and the possible implications for future 
trends in China’s foreign policy. 


Xi’s Pursuit of Political Performance 


Political performance is a concept that is closely associated with 
political legitimacy. For Max Weber, legitimacy primarily refers to 
an “immediate relation of command and obedience” resting on the 
credence in its validity.‘ Weber further outlined three types of 
legitimate authority as the inner justifications of subject obedience and 
the external means of domination: traditional authority; charismatic 
authority; and legal authority. Despite the fact that Weber’s definition 
remains contentious, the concept of legitimacy is an important 
part of modern political philosophy and has been central to many 
empirical studies on politics.* 

Studies on China cannot escape the theoretical paradigm of 
legitimacy. For instance, Zhao Dingxin replaces Weber’s three 
ideal-typical sources of legitimacy — tradition, charisma and 
legality — with a modified schema comprising ideology, legal- 
electoral legitimation and performance, to analyze Chinese 
politics..* Meanwhile, some empirical studies have argued that 
since the beginning of the reform era in the late 1970s, China has 
adopted a pragmatic strategy of “performance legitimacy” in which 
the government has relied on accomplishing concrete goals such as 
economic growth, social stability, strengthening national power and 
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“good governance” (governing competence and accountability) to 
retain its domestic legitimacy.** It can be argued that performance 
legitimacy is key to understanding China’s domestic politics. The 
article is distinguished from previous studies by further exploring 
the international dimensions of performance legitimacy, i.e., 
how to utilize foreign policy performance to enhance domestic 
legitimacy.” 

Aside from the issue of legitimacy, there are other reasons to 
explore Xi’s pursuit of political performance on the international 
scene. First, Xi, who embodies the latest generation of leadership, is 
facing an unprecedented historical opportunity during his expected 
two terms in office. In 2021, the CCP will celebrate its centennial, 
by which time China could have emerged as the world’s largest 
economy. Such a position will in turn require major diplomatic 
initiatives as China moves to shoulder more global responsibilities. 
Second, both Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping bequeathed to China 
far-reaching foreign policy legacies. During Mao’s era, Premier Zhou 
Enlai proposed the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, which, 
from the Chinese perspective, is seen as a major initiative in the 
history of international relations and a historic contribution to the 
establishment of a new type of just and equitable international 
order.” During his time in office, Deng proposed the strategic 
policy of taoguang yanghui (hiding oneself and keeping a low 
profile) and gezhi zhengyi gongtong kaifa (shelving disputes and 
joint development), which, until Xi’s accession to power, provided 
the foundation for China’s foreign policy for more than two decades. 
The foreign policy initiatives of Mao and Deng set excellent examples 
for Xi, who was promoted as the third generation leader following 
Mao and Deng.” 

President Xi appears determined to leave a strong foreign 
policy legacy. Xi has exercised far greater political strength than 
his predecessor, Hu Jintao, illustrated by his wide-ranging and 
hard-hitting anti-corruption campaign which has targeted junior, 
mid-ranking and senior officials alike. Foreign policy appears 
equally important to Xi. Since he assumed China’s highest office, 
he has made 22 overseas trips that took him to 46 countries on 
five continents. In addition to bilateral meetings with world leaders, 
he has also attended a series of international meetings, including 
those involving ASEAN, the G-20, BRICS (Brazil—Russia—India- 
China—South Africa) and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. 
Additionally, he has hosted important international conferences in 
China, such as the Fourth Summit of the Conference on Interaction and 
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Confidence Building Measures in Asia in 2014, the 22nd Asia-Pacific 
Economic Cooperation (APEC) Leaders’ Meeting in 2014, the Boao 
Forum for Asia in 2013 and 2015 and the G20 Summit in Hangzhou 
in 2016. 

In China, Xi organized the first Peripheral Diplomacy Work 
Conference in his first year as leader, and the Central Conference 
on Work Relating to Foreign Affairs the following year, the first 
of its type in Chinese history and which was attended by the 
entire Politburo Standing Committee. During these conferences, Xi 
articulated China’s strategic objectives, basic guidelines and an 
overall framework for the country’s foreign relations over the next 
five to ten years. Xi has also unveiled a number of innovative 
diplomatic initiatives, including a neighbourhood policy featuring 
amity, sincerity, mutual benefit and inclusive cooperation, as well 
as guidelines on China’s relations with Africa that are marked by 
a sincere commitment to enhance ties and address challenges in 
an amicable way. With regard to the critically important Sino—US 
relationship, Xi has appealed for a “new type of major-power 
relationship” and for the region more broadly a “Community 
of Common Destiny and a New Future for Asia”.!° OBOR has 
also been discussed at multiple international events. As some 
observers have stated, Xi has ambitions to be a great leader in 
the mould of Mao, and ensure a leading role for China on the 
world stage.”° 


How to Improve Political Performance? 


The article proposes three criteria — feasibility, significance and 
moral convergence — to weigh the salience of OBOR and the South 
China Sea dispute in Xi’s quest for political performance. 
Feasibility in a broad sense means that something is achievable. 
However, there is no single binary conception of feasibility that is 
either on or off. At the theoretical level, everything is likely to be 
feasible if certain conditions are met. Feasibility is a continuum, 
which ranges from high feasibility with low costs at one end, 
to low feasibility with high costs at the other end. Feasibility, as 
opposed to the other two dimensions, plays a determining role 
in political performance. For instance, in spite of the significance 
of territorial sovereignty, after several failed military attempts in 
the 1950s, Mao stopped trying to reunite with Taiwan. Deng also 
chose to set aside territorial disputes in the South and East China 
Seas with neighbouring countries and leave the issue to future 
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generations to resolve because at that time he did not think that 
resolution was feasible and because economic reform was his number 
one priority. 

Significance refers to the importance one attributes to political 
projects. In international politics, scholars gauge the significance 
or importance of events or goals according to the hierarchy of 
national interests.” For instance, the greatest significance is attributed 
to core interests, which is subsequently followed by vital and 
principal interests. Core interests are essentially non-negotiable 
in nature, and for China these include issues such as the 
sovereignty of Taiwan, Tibet and Xinjiang. When it comes to these 
core interests, China will “never waver, compromise, or yield”, 
haggle or bargain, and “must stand firm, be clear, have the courage 
to fight and never surrender principles”.*? Vital interests are 
conditions that are strictly necessary and indispensable to safeguard 
and enhance state survival, and which are non-negotiable in 
nature, such as political and economic independence as well as 
the peaceful relations with the superpower. Principal interests, 
which are negotiable, are conditions that can enhance economic 
development and peaceful foreign relations, such as expanding 
export markets, attracting international investment and developing 
friendly ties with neighbouring countries. Even if there is a consensus 
on the definition of hierarchy, scholars have different views on 
what constitutes national interests. To complicate matters further, 
politicians are likely to manipulate national interests to serve their 
own political ends. For instance, in China during the 1980s and 
1990s, the term “core interests” was used in the official Chinese 
media only in reference to the interests of other nations. Official 
Chinese sources only began referring to China’s core interests on 
a regular basis in 2003—04. During President Hu’s tenure, Dai 
Bingguo, a state councillor and foreign affairs expert, noted in 2009 
that Chinese core interests included maintaining the socialist system, 
national security, territorial integrity, reunification with Taiwan and 
economic development.” China’s white paper on peaceful development 
in 2011 stated that China was firm in upholding its core interests, 
which included the following: state sovereignty; national security; 
territorial integrity and national reunification; China’s political 
system; social stability; and the basic safeguards for ensuring 
sustainable economic and social development.” The fine-tuning of 
what constitutes China’s core interests reflects the political needs 
of different leaders. 
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Moral convergence, means that a political project should 
converge with universally recognized moral values as much as 
possible. Although, as the classical realism school argues, universal 
moral principles cannot be applied to the actions of states in an 
abstract universal formulation, it is a fact that some moral laws 
are so ubiquitous that no country can refute them, such as peace, 
democracy, human rights, etc. Virtually all politicians attempt 
to gloss over or remove the tension between moral commands 
and their political aspirations, and “clothe their own political 
aspirations and actions in the moral purposes of the universe”.”” For 
instance, Mao Zedong proposed that Chinese communists combine 
nationalism with internationalism to render its people nationalists 
as well as internationalists.7® Political leaders attach great 
importance to moral values, partly because of the need to gather 
political support internationally and domestically in supporting 
political projects as well as the impact morality exerts on a state’s 
image and reputation. Of course, the most satisfying option of 
moral convergence in the continuum at one end is the condition 
in which a state’s political aspirations are in total harmony with 
universal moral laws, the condition in which it is necessary to 
graft moral values to colour political actions in the middle. On the 
other end of the continuum, specific moral values have to be 
fabricated for political prudence, being incongruent with universal 
moral values. 

Each element of political performance appears as a continuum, 
ranging from the most desirable form on the left to the least 
desirable form on the right. However, at least conceptually, it 
is possible to combine any level of feasibility, significance and 
morality to produce a certain level of political performance. The 
possible combinations of these elements is shown in Table 1. 
The rows are arranged roughly in order of decreasing optimality, 
with feasibility — a peculiarly important component of political 
performance — weighing the most, followed by significance; 
moral convergence is given the least weight. The high-low 
characterization sacrifices the continuous nature of the dimensions 
of each element and makes it difficult to depict intermediate forms. 
Nevertheless, the table demonstrates the range of possibilities and 
highlights the tradeoffs involved in weakening (or strengthening) 
particular elements. With the help of the above analytic framework, 
we can proceed to compare the OBOR initiative and the South 
China Sea dispute. 
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Table 1 
Forms of Political Performance 
Type Feasibility Significance Morality 
I High High High 
II High High Low 
II] High Low High 
IV Low High High 
V Low High Low 
VI Low Low High 
VII Low Low Low 
Feasibility 


The OBOR Initiative 


With regard to feasibility, it can be argued that Xi can achieve 
much more with OBOR during his ten-year tenure than with the 
South China Sea, which appears insoluble, at least for the foreseeable 
future. Since the OBOR was proposed in October 2013, China 
has been taking concrete steps to bring this massive undertaking 
to fruition. 

First, Xi, as China’s supreme leader, has repeatedly stressed the 
importance of OBOR and issued a number of related instructions 
regarding its development. For example, the importance of OBOR 
was highlighted in his speech at the Peripheral Diplomacy Work 
Conference in October 2013. International events, including the 
APEC Summit in Beijing in November 2014 and the G20 Summit 
in Hangzhou in September 2016, have also been used to convey 
his determination to implement the OBOR. Xi has emphasized 
that OBOR is results-oriented and not mere rhetoric; as he stated 
in November 2014, “We should prepare timetables and road maps 
for the coming years for the One Belt and One Road project; some 
significant projects should be given focus, and an early harvest is 
necessary.’ ”° 

Following Xi’s instructions, OBOR was incorporated into China’s 
national development agenda. On 5 March 2014, during the Report 
on the Work of the Government delivered at the Second Session of 
the Twelfth National People’s Congress, Premier Li Keqiang listed one 
of the national major tasks in 2014 as intensifying the planning for 
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and building of the Silk Road Economic Belt and the Twenty-first 
Century Maritime Silk Road, as well as promoting the construction 
of the Bangladesh-China—India-Myanmar Economic Corridor and 
the China—Pakistan Economic Corridor.*® Subsequently, more than 
twenty provinces put the OBOR initiative on their agenda for 2014. 
The Report on the Work of the Government in 2015 and 2016 
followed suit,” and very importantly, OBOR featured prominently 
in China’s 13th Five-Year Plan, which runs from 2016 to 2020 
and guides the national development strategy, including political, 
economic and diplomatic affairs.* 

In China, the supreme leader’s determination is the deciding 
factor. OBOR has made great strides due to strong support from 
the top leadership. In 2015, the government established a special 
leading group to oversee the implementation of the Belt and Road 
initiatives, and launched an action plan on how to implement 
OBOR, which was issued by the National Development and Reform 
Commission, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of Commerce 
in March 2015. These two developments indicate that the Belt and 
Road initiative has moved into the operational phase. Even the 
turbulence caused by the Arbitral Tribunal’s ruling on the South 
China Sea in July 2016 did not impact plans to implement OBOR. 
A symposium on OBOR was held in Beijing one month after the 
award was issued, at which Xi called for the steady realization 
of OBOR.” 

The “early harvest” list of international cooperation for OBOR 
was released by Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi in a media 
interview with Chinese and Kazakh journalists in Almaty on 21 May 
2016. Wang stated that more than seventy countries and organizations 
had expressed their support and willingness to join the initiative, 
and thirty-four countries and international organizations had signed 
intergovernmental cooperation agreements with China to pursue 
the OBOR project.** Additionally, financial support mechanisms are 
becoming increasingly involved in the project. The Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank (AIB), which began operating in early 2016, 
was envisaged to provide financing to promote interconnectivity 
and economic integration in the region. The Silk Road Fund was 
established in Beijing in 2014, with China contributing US$40 
billion, and formally launched its first set of investment projects 
soon afterwards. Connectivity networks are gradually being 
established such as the construction of a railway between Hungary 
and Serbia, railway networks connecting China to Laos and Thailand, 
and a high-speed railway in Indonesia.” 
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In sum, OBOR is a project that is both feasible and practical. It 
is results-oriented and more than mere political rhetoric. Additionally, 
according to Xi’s instructions, it is the National Development and 
Reform Commission rather than the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
that takes the lead in implementing OBOR, which is another sign 
illustrating practical economic cooperation. In the three years since 
the initiative was proposed, OBOR has moved from a design concept 
to actual implementation. In China, almost all levels of government 
are working to realize the OBOR project, and so there is good 
reason to believe that more progress will be achieved in the coming 
years. Therefore, the OBOR project falls into the upper part of 
Table 1. 


The South China Sea Dispute 


Compared with the promising future of OBOR, the future of 
the South China Sea dispute during Xi’s tenure appears gloomy. 
In reality, there are few feasible policy options available to Xi 
vis-a-vis the maritime dispute. The slogan of shelving disputes 
and seeking joint development has remained a Chinese mantra for 
several decades since China entered into diplomatic relations with 
Southeast Asian countries in the 1970s and 1980s. However, the 
only concrete example was the 2005 China—Philippines—Vietnam 
Joint Marine Seismic Undertaking (JMSU) which terminated in 
2008 due to political controversy surrounding the initiative in the 
Philippines. The policy has also been questioned within China, 
with some analysts opining that setting aside disputes has become 
China’s unilateral refrain, and that joint development is already 
taking place between other parties from which China is excluded.* 

Legal challenges have complicated Xi’s policy in the South 
China Sea. Under UNCLOS, maritime claims in the South China 
Sea should be derived from land features, and there is a wide gulf 
between China’s nine-dash line and UNCLOS. As then Philippine 
President Benigno Aquino III noted in 2011, “China’s 9-dash 
line territorial claim over the entire South China Sea is against 
international laws, particularly the United Nations Convention of 
the Laws of the Sea.”*” During a visit to Washington in July 2013, 
Vietnam’s then president, Truong Tan Sang, stated, “We cannot find 
any legal foundation or scientific basis for such a claim; therefore, 
it is the consistent policy of Vietnam to oppose the nine-dash line 
plan by China.” In February 2014, the US government for the 
first time explicitly argued that the nine-dash line was incompatible 
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with international law.. A number of other countries, including 
Japan, Singapore and Indonesia, hold similar views on the nine- 
dash line: that it is invalid and is contrary to UNCLOS. In January 
2013, the Philippines submitted the South China Sea dispute to 
UNCLOS for compulsory dispute arbitration, and on 12 July 2016, 
the Arbitral Tribunal created under Annex XII of UNCLOS ruled 
that China’s historic rights claim to maritime resources within the 
nine-dash line was incompatible with UNCLOS.” 

Partly due to the failure of joint development, and also the 
disconnect between China’s claims and UNCLOS, Beijing’s policy 
towards the South China Sea issue since Xi assumed office has 
become more assertive. For instance, in May 2014, the state-owned 
China National Offshore Oil Corporation moved the HYSY-981 drilling 
platform — accompanied by over twenty-five Chinese vessels — 
into waters near the disputed Paracel Islands and within Vietnam’s 
EEZ. China declared a 3 nautical mile security radius around the 
oil rig, even though UNCLOS only permits a 500 metre safety zone. 
Not surprisingly, this action triggered strong official protests from 
Vietnam as well as anti-China demonstrations in Hanoi and 
Ho Chi Minh City. Subsequently, seven Chinese military ships 
provided an escort for the oil platform and harassed Vietnamese 
coast guard ships.*! In late 2013, China began large-scale reclamation 
work at seven of the atolls it occupies in the Spratlys, transforming 
the small features into large artificial islands. It then went on 
to construct runways, multistorey buildings, radar facilities and 
lighthouses on these artificial islands, generating great concern in 
some ASEAN members and in the United States, Japan and other 
countries.” 

However, the crucial dilemma confronting Xi is whether this 
assertiveness in the South China Sea is feasible. The issue is 
perceived in China as a territorial dispute with the other claimants, 
while the United States sees it as a litmus test of China’s emergence 
as a Great Power. For the United States, China’s activities have 
imperilled freedom of navigation, and could erode its credibility 
and leadership in the Asia-Pacific region. Therefore, Washington 
has no alternative but to confront Beijing in the South China Sea. 
During 2015-16, the United States Navy conducted a number of 
so-called Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOPS) near several 
of China’s manmade islands. The United States has also increased 
security cooperation with several ASEAN countries, including the 
Philippines, Vietnam, Indonesia and Singapore. As the United States 
becomes increasingly involved in the dispute, Xi’s bold actions 
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increase the risk of an unintended military confrontation between 
US and Chinese naval ships or aircraft in the South China Sea. 
It also risks pushing some ASEAN members into a closer security 
relationship with the United States. The possible net effect is that 
China becomes isolated in the region, which would be detrimental 
to its rise as a global power. 

As a way to reduce tensions, eventually China must sign a Code 
of Conduct (CoC) with ASEAN. However, to achieve a binding and 
functioning CoC, several major challenges need to be met by Xi. 
First, Xi must adopt a multilateral mindset rather than the traditional 
bilateral one. Second, if the status quo is to be frozen, China must 
desist from activities that create tensions with the other claimants. 
Third, China must clarify its claims in the South China Sea and 
make sure they are compatible with international law. Meeting 
these challenges and agreeing on a CoC will take time. Moreover, 
an ASEAN-China CoC can, at best, only manage the dispute, not 
resolve it, and there is little realistic prospect of a political or legal 
settlement any time soon. Therefore, the South China Sea dispute 
falls into the lower part of Table 1, which means there is little 
possibility of the issue being included in the options for assessing 
his political performance. 


Significance 


According to classical realism theory, a politician will think and act 
in terms of national interests.** The hierarchy of national interests, 
as mentioned earlier, is in line with a continuum of “significance” at 
a theoretical level, with the greatest significance being the highest and 
the least significance being the lowest priority. However, in reality, 
more often than not, a politician will manipulate “significance” to 
satisfy his or her political needs, as is the case with OBOR and 
the South China Sea dispute. 


The OBOR Initiative 


Since it was launched in 2013, OBOR has become a prominent 
issue in China’s political discourse. OBOR is primarily an economic 
initiative, but its political and strategic significance cannot be 
overlooked. 

China expects that OBOR will strengthen its influence in both 
global economic and political affairs. As noted earlier, under Deng, 
China’s policy was to “hide its abilities and bide its time”. OBOR, 
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however, demonstrates that China intends to play a more proactive 
role in reshaping the economic architecture of the Asia-Pacific region 
and global governance structures.** In addition, OBOR is part of a 
strategy to win over China’s neighbours and other countries across 
the region. Although China has tried to construct a narrative to 
explain its rising power to international audiences, the “China 
Development Model” of the 1990s and the “Peaceful Rise” thesis 
in the 2000s created little impact. In comparison, OBOR is 
characterized by development and cooperation. As such, it is 
expected to usher in an unprecedented period of integration and 
cooperation, not only with countries in China’s neighbourhood but 
also with all countries along the Belt and Road in Asia, Europe 
and East Africa. And while OBOR is not directed against the 
United States, the realization of the initiative can only help China 
in the competition for global influence between Washington and 
Beijing. 

OBOR is also designed to align with a number of China’s 
domestic goals. As Xi stated, a new normal for China’s economy 
has emerged.*® China’s leadership has been troubled by this new 
normal, which is mainly characterized by decelerating economic 
growth. Between 1978 and 2011, the Chinese economy experienced 
annual growth rates of around 10 per cent; however, growth declined 
to 7.7 per cent in 2012 and 2013, and 7.4 per cent in 2014.*’ 
As conceded by the Ministry of Commerce, “The 30-year era of 
continuous high growth in trade is gone forever.”*® While the 
OBOR initiative should be used to promote China’s economic 
advancement and rebalancing through further integration and 
cooperation with neighbouring countries, some Chinese scholars 
have described it as a “new round of opening up to the world”, 
a phrase parallel to the “reform and opening up” policy promulgated 
by Deng in 1978. 


The South China Sea Dispute 


In recent years, a great deal of attention has been devoted to China’s 
assertiveness in the South China Sea. This assertiveness is largely 
driven by a personality-driven leadership rather than sovereignty 
concerns. Xi’s personality has undoubtedly played a key role in 
China’s growing assertiveness in the maritime domain. He has 
stated that “Concerning China’s sovereignty and territorial issues, we 
should not stir up trouble or fear trouble when it comes.”*° China has 
faced a series of challenges in its South China Sea policy, including 
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the failure to get the other claimants to agree to joint development 
and the adverse ruling by the Arbitral Tribunal in July 2016. Faced 
with these challenges, Xi has chosen a more assertive approach as 
demonstrated by China’s reclamation activities and militarization of 
the completed manmade islands. To what extent China will continue 
to pursue an assertive policy in the South China Sea depends on 
President Xi. 

It is noteworthy that under Xi, the significance of the South 
China Sea has waned somewhat. The characterization of the South 
China Sea as a “core national interest” was made in 2010, before 
Xi took office. The New York Times first reported that Chinese 
officials had identified the defence of China’s territorial claims in 
the South China Sea as a “core interest” in a private meeting held 
in Beijing in March 2010 with two senior US officials present.*° 
Subsequently it was reported that Dai Bingguo had also described 
the South China Sea as a core interest to then US Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton at a May 2010 meeting in Washington. Clinton 
herself confirmed this during a press interview in Australia.®*! This 
immediately raised a number of concerns because the term core 
interest was traditionally reserved for matters related to Taiwan, 
Tibet and Xinjiang, where China is unwilling to compromise its 
position and would resort to force if necessary.’ However, numerous 
Chinese scholars have argued that these accounts of meetings with 
Chinese officials may have been falsified or were the result of a 
misunderstanding. Chinese officials also backed away from the 
reportage by obfuscating the official record on the South China Sea 
issue." Following Xi’s inauguration, Beijing has neither identified 
nor denied the South China Sea issue as one of its core interests. 
This strategic ambiguity has extended to Chinese academics, with 
some scholars even boldly opining that the South China Sea is not 
one of the country’s core interests.” 

A comparison with another territorial dispute, the Sino—Japanese 
dispute over sovereignty of the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands in the 
East China Sea, further demonstrates how the Xi administration 
manipulates the significance of the South China Sea dispute. In 
early 2013, General Martin Dempsey, Chairman of the US Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, told the media that Chinese officials had told him 
during his visit to Beijing that the disputed islands were “one 
of China’s core interests”. Rather than refute or obfuscate this 
report as was done previously, China confirmed it. According to 
a Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman, “The Diaoyu Islands are 
about sovereignty and territorial integrity, which is part of China’s 
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core interests.”” In addition, in November 2013, China declared an 
ADIZ in the East China Sea without advanced warning. Thus, it is 
apparent that Xi has adopted different stances on the East China 
Sea issue as compared to the South China Sea, although both are 
essentially sovereignty disputes. 

Moreover, in contrast to international observers, China’s 
domestic audience hold their own interpretations of the ambiguity 
regarding the South China Sea dispute. This ambiguity has created 
a perception among international observers that China exercises 
the flexibility to interpret its position to pursue its interests in the 
South China Sea at the expense of its smaller neighbours. Put 
differently, China could well expand its claims and escalate 
the dispute in the future. For the domestic audience, China has 
indisputable sovereignty over the Spratlys and their adjacent 
waters. If sovereignty is undisputable, why not make its nine-dash 
line claims explicit to the other concerned parties? The strategic 
ambiguity proposition intimates that China is probably backing 
away from its claims; this, however, would be seen domestically 
as a sign of weakness. 

Taken together, OBOR is viewed with increasing significance, 
while the South China Sea dispute has been bogged down by strategic 
ambiguity. OBOR has been described by Chinese authorities as one 
of the most important foreign policy initiatives of the twenty-first 
century. It has been featured prominently in China’s 13th Five-Year 
Plan from 2016 to 2020. The exclusion of the South China Sea from 
the country’s “core national interests” and the ensuing strategic 
ambiguity has eroded the significance of the dispute in China’s 
domestic political agenda. 


Moral Convergence 


The eventual success of the OBOR initiative, and the resolution 
of the South China Sea dispute, will both depend largely on 
cooperation from regional countries. To obtain the understanding 
and cooperation of other states, it is imperative for China to 
propose and practise the moral values that can enhance the construction 
of its Great Power image. 


The OBOR Initiative 


As far as OBOR is concerned, the key words to attract Asian 
countries to participate are development and cooperation. The June 
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2014 issue of Finance and Development, which is published by the 
International Monetary Fund, highlighted that Asia still has close 
to 700 million poor people, or 65 per cent of the world’s poor 
(defined as living on less than $1.25 a day).** Additionally, income 
inequality in Asia is growing. Thus, the theme of economic 
development that the OBOR initiative emphasizes is in line with 
Asia’s needs. OBOR is aimed at encouraging mutual cooperation, 
consultation and coordination to meet the development interests of 
all countries in the region.” 

For instance, in a keynote speech at the opening ceremony 
of the Sixth Ministerial Conference of the China—Arab States 
Cooperation Forum in June 2014, Xi stated “The spirit of the 
OBOR is cooperation as well as mutual benefit. What China pursues 
is common development. We want to achieve development for 
ourselves, and we want to enable others to grow as well.”® Xi 
stated at a Dialogue on Strengthening Connectivity and Improving 
Cooperation in Asia in November 2014 that China was ready to 
provide more public goods for its Asian neighbours through 
connectivity development and hence, invited them to “get on board 
the train of China’s development”.*! He added that: 


..in promoting this initiative, China will follow the principle 
of wide consultation, joint contribution and shared benefits. The 
development programs will be open and inclusive, not exclusive. 
They will be a real chorus comprising all countries along the 
routes, not a solo for China itself. To develop the Belt and Road 
is not to replace existing mechanisms or initiatives for regional 
cooperation. Much to the contrary, we will build on the existing 
base to help countries align their development strategies and form 
complementarity.” 


In other words, OBOR will not only meet China’s developmental 
needs, but those of other countries who participate. Therefore, it 
can be argued that Xi’s political objectives for the OBOR initiative 
are congruent with the region’s political interests and economic 
attractiveness, and this will ensure its success. 


The South China Sea Dispute 


As far as the South China Sea dispute is concerned, China has 
always made use of history to support its claims. China maintains 
that it was the first country to discover, develop and exercise 
jurisdiction over the Paracel and Spratly Islands going back 
thousands of years. However, the concept of historical rights has 
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not been fully developed in international law, and indeed only 
“historic bays” and “historic titles” are mentioned in UNCLOS. 
Therefore, it is a daunting challenge for China to persuade the 
other parties and stakeholders to understand the basis of its claims. 
Unfortunately, some countries have publicly objected to China’s 
historical claims, and their objections were validated by the 
Arbitral Tribunal’s award in July 2016 which stated that for much 
of history, China’s activities in the South China Sea beyond the 
territorial sea — including trade and fishing activities — represented 
the exercise of high seas freedoms. Moreover, China’s ratification 
of UNCLOS had the effect of superseding any claim it made to 
historic rights to living and non-living resources within the 
nine-dash line beyond the limits of China’s maritime zones as 
provided for by the Convention.® The Tribunal’s rejection of China’s 
historical claims illustrates that Beijing would have to circumvent 
UNCLOS in order to justify its claims; this would undermine the 
moral attractiveness of its position on the South China Sea. 


Conclusion 


Contrary to state-centred theories of international relations, this 
article has provided a theoretical framework — the supreme 
leadership’s view of political performance — to analyze China’s 
future policy choice on the potential contradiction between the 
OBOR initiative and the South China Sea dispute. The framework 
is based on China’s centralized authoritarian system, as well as 
Xi’s ambitious personality in the diplomatic arena. It finds that 
in accordance with the elements of feasibility, significance and 
morality, President Xi is more likely to pursue the OBOR initiative 
to enhance his political performance than a more assertive policy 
in the South China Sea. 

The conclusion yields some implications for China’s foreign 
policy, looking forward. Firstly, China’s approach to the South 
China Sea dispute is likely to be centred on maintaining a stable 
situation so as not to derail the OBOR initiative. This means 
that China is less likely to undertake actions that will complicate 
the situation in the South China Sea. That said, Xi’s personality 
suggests that China could well respond strongly to activities that are 
deemed provocative or harmful to Xi’s image as a strong leader. 
Secondly, China will make greater efforts to enhance Sino-ASEAN 
relations, particularly in the area of economic cooperation. This is 
because the OBOR initiative has shown that it can attract greater 
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funds and research resources domestically. Lastly, China will likely 
adopt a less hostile attitude towards US involvement in the South 
China Sea, so as to create a regional environment conducive to the 
success of OBOR. 
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